Sixteen Crossbred Weaner rabbits aged eight weeks made up of 8 males and 8 females with initial average weight of 650 ± 21.76 g were subjected to four dietary treatments namely Panicum maximum plus Poultry growers mash (T 1 ), Centrosema pubescens plus Poultry growers mash (T 2 ) Sida acuta plus Poultry growers mash (T 3 ) and Poultry growers mash alone (T 4 ) which served as Control. The experiment, which las ed for nine weeks, was aimed at comparing the performance of the rabbits fed different forages. The results indicated that there was no significant (P > 0 05) difference in weight gain among the treatment groups. However the group fed Centrosema pubescens recorded the highest numerical weight gain compared with the other groups. Total feed intake and feed conversion ratio of the rabbits fed Panicum maximum, Centrosema pubescens and Sida acuta were similar but significant y (P > 0 01) higher than for rabbits fed poultry growers mash alone. There were significant (P<0.05) differences in the total feed intake, total dry matter intake, feed conversion ratio and cost of feed per kg live weight gain among rabbits fed different forages. In conclusion, the results of the experiment indicated that all the orages could be used for the feeding of rabbits and that a better performance will be obtained i forages are supplemented with poultry growers mash.
INTRODUCTION
There is an acute shortage of animal protein in the diet of most Nigerians. This has been caused by the low supply and high cost of the conventional animal proteins such as beef, pork, mutton, goat meat, poultry, egg and milk. Among the farm animals in Nigeria, rabbits have been identified as the cheapest source of animal protein because of its prolificacy and short generation interval.
The gestation period is about 31 days and if properly managed a doe can produce 5 to 6 litters in a year with an average of 6 kittens per litter (Cheeke, 1986) . Rabbits can be raised on forages alone, although growth can be improved by combining with agro by-products and kitchen waste (Aduku, 1988) . Apart from the provision of nutrients, feeding of forages satisfies the chewing instinct of rabbits and promotes the overall growth of the animal. Some of the conventional forages used for feeding rabbits include Panicum maximum, Purearia phaseloides, Centrosema pubescens, Mucuna cochinchinensis and Sida acuta (Ugwuene, 2003) . Most of these forages are found in abundance in arable farm environments. The objective of this research was to compare the weight gain, feed intake and feed conversion ratio of weaner rabbits fed Panicum maximum, Centrosema pubesens and Sida acuta supplemented with poultry growers mash.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
A total of 16 crossbred weaner rabbits consisting of 8 males and 8 females were used for the study. The animals were eight weeks old when they were housed with an initial average body weight of 650 ± 21.76 g. They were randomly assigned into four treatment groups as follows: Panicum maximum plus poultry growers mash (T 1 ), Centrosema pubescens plus poultry growers mash (T 2 ), Sida acuta plus poultry growers mash (T 3 ) and poultry growers mash only (T 4 ) control. Each treatment group was replicated twice with 2 rabbits per replicate. The rabbits in each replicate group were housed together in a wire mesh cage with a floor area of 0.4 m 2 . For treatments T 1 , T 2 and T 3 each rabbit received 200 g/day of the forage and 150 g/day of the poultry growers mash. For the control (T 4 ), each rabbit received 150 g/day of poultry growers mash only.
Fresh drinking water was provided ad libitum throughout the experimental period of 9 weeks.
Proximate analysis of the forages and the poultry growers mash was conducted (AOAC, 1990) . Data were collected on total feed intake, total dry matter intake, body weight, weight gain and feed conversion ratio. All the data collected were analyzed using one-way analysis of variance in a completely randomized design. Duncan's multiple range test (Duncan, 1955) 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The proximate composition of the forages and poultry growers mash is presented in Table 1 . The protein, fiber, nutrients and energy content of the forages and poultry growers mash tend to satisfy the nutrient requirements of the weaner rabbits for optimal growth (Champe and Maurice, 1993).
The percentage crude protein in C. pubescens was the highest, followed by P. maximum, poultry growers mash and S. acuta in that order. However, the crude fiber content of the P. maximum was higher than C. pubsecens, S. acuta and poultry growers mash.
The crude protein value of C. pubescens (20.00 %) observed in this study falls within the range of 13 -25 % for leguminous plants (Aduku et al., 1986) . Table  2 showed the performance characteristics of the experimental rabbits. There was no significant difference (P > 0.05) in the weight gain of the rabbits subjected to the various dietary treatments.
abc Mean value superscripted with dif erent letters are significantly different (P<0. 05) This suggests that the forages and poultry growers mash used for this experiment are commercially acceptable and had a nutritive value, which could be used for the feeding of rabbits. In this experiment, the weaner rabbits recorded a total weight gain of 872.50 g to 980.50 g in nine weeks.
This result is in agreement with the range of 10 -20 g/day for weight gain of rabbits in the tropic (Lukefahr and Cheeke, 1990) . From Table 2 , it will be observe that rabbits fed P. maximum recorded the highest feed intake, followed by those fed C. pubsecens, S. acuta and poultry growers mash in that order. The higher feed intake of rabbits fed with P. maximum compared to other forages may be due to the higher crude fiber content of the diet. This is in line with the findings of Ugwuene (2003) and Sandford (1986) that growing rabbits adjusted their feed intake according to the energy and crude fiber content of their diet. The result of feed conversion ratio showed that rabbits fed with the three forages were not significantly different (P> 0.05) from each other. However, they were significantly (P > 0.01) superior to the rabbits fed with only poultry growers' mash. Table 3 showed the cost benefit analysis of rabbits fed different forages and poultry grower's mash. The result showed no significant difference (P>0.05) in the cost per kg feed among the four treatment groups. However, their daily feed intake differs significantly (P< 0.05) while the cost of feed consumed per rabbit per day in each group showed significant differences (P< 0.05). The cost of feed consumed in treatment 1 is statistically similar with those of treatments 2 and 3 but differ with that of treatment 4 (control). Treatment 4 had the lowest feed cost value of N199.9 per kg live weight gain as against those of T 3 , T 2 and T 1 with values of N289.02, N322.76 and N372.76 respectively. The higher cost of feed in T 1 , T 2 and T 3 was as a result of the use of forages in their diets, which resulted to an increase in fibre content of the feed. The higher fibre content of the feed increased the feed consumption as well as the rate of passage of the feed in the gut. Rabbits like other monogastric animals always try to satisfy their energy need first. These findings agrees with the previous report (Ugwuene, 2003)
CONCLUSION
The results of the experiment indicate that all the forages used were acceptable to rabbits and can improve growth performance when fed with poultry growers mash. 
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